International Journal of Languages, Literature and Linguistics, Vol. 3, No. 2, June 2017

The Use of Educational Research Findings to Develop
Engineering Students’ Workplace Communication Skills

S. Thivviyah Sanmugam and Sarimah Shamsudin

Abstract—In the 21% century workplace, future engineers are
not only required to possess technical knowledge but also
relevant soft skills for effective workplace communication
purposes. Specifically, the demand of communication skills
among engineers has accelerated since the workplace expects
professional engineers to be equipped with excellent
communication skills for global interaction. The responsibility
to develop proficient future engineering workforce are mainly
shouldered by the English language lecturers. Thus, it is
paramount for English language lecturers to use the most
effective teaching and learning approaches to prepare
engineering students for future workplace expectations.
Educational research in language teaching and learning
provides evidence-based pedagogical strategies which English
language lecturers’ could consult in making pedagogical
decisions. This article describes the use of educational research
findings to develop engineering students’ workplace
communication skills based on the model of ‘Teaching as
Inquiry’ developed by the New Zealand Ministry of Education.

Index Terms—educational research, Teaching as Inquiry,
workplace communication skills.

I. INTRODUCTION

The teaching of English in higher education institutions in
Malaysia mostly endeavors to prepare students for workplace
communication. However, it is viewed problematic when
graduates are not employed due to not having skills to
communicate effectively in English. Specifically, the issue of
poor communication skills among engineering graduates has
been linked to inadequacy of English language courses and
poor preparation of engineering graduates for the workplace
(11, [2].

What is delivered inside world’s higher education
classrooms leaves an intense impact on not only students’
grades but also towards the global economic, social success
and international survival [3]. Previous studies have
mentioned that the real challenge in producing proficient
graduates is unspokenly shouldered by the English language
lecturers [2], [4] and recommends that the teaching of English
should undergo changes in pedagogy by focusing more on
effective communicative strategies [5]. Thus, it is paramount
for English language lecturers to use the most effective
teaching and learning approaches in higher education
institutions to prepare engineering students for the emerging
new world reality.

Teachers’ professional knowledge comes from a variety of
sources and the sources used to make instructional decisions
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by teachers are readily available — through colleagues from
informal  discussions, official curriculum documents,
professional magazines/newspapers and professional training
programmes [6]-[9]. In addition, most teachers rely their
teaching practices based on tradition, opinions of experienced
practitioners, ideology, faddism, marketing, politics and
personal experience attained through trial and error [10].
Furthermore, it is argued that although higher education
institutions are committed to the discovery, transformation
and dissemination of knowledge, it is cynical that the teaching
strategies are still based largely on experiential,
commonsense or anecdotal evidence [3].

Educational research is argued to provide a better basis for
choice and action for classroom practice rather than tradition
or professional wisdom [8] while teachers making
pedagogical decisions based on sound research evidence will
impact positively on both teaching and learning practices [11].
Furthermore, teachers are encouraged to modify their
teaching approaches and make effective use of the
research-supported instructional methods that would help
enhance students’ learning outcomes and quiet critics of poor
preparation of students for living and working in the real
world [3]. Findings from the educational research in language
learning can assist educators in providing evidence-based
justifications for the curriculum materials they choose and the
pedagogical decisions they make [12]. Thus, educational
research provides a potential source of knowledge that
English language lecturers could draw upon in order to meet
the demands of current and innovative classroom instructions.

However, although the link between research and teaching
is becoming important in higher learning institutions, there is
a gap between educational research and teaching practices [6],
[9], [12], [13]. The problem does not lie much on whether
educators undertake research but the culture of using research
to inform their classroom practice seems lacking [6]. Some of
the reasons provided for the lack of research utilization
among L2 teachers were that they are unclear about the
importance of theory, have little motivation to read research
and are hesitant to use research evidence in their teaching
practice [13]. In addition, linking research to classroom
practice might be a formidable challenge for teachers as they
may not have the knowledge or experience to engage with
educational research for teaching practices [14].

Thus, the focus of the article is to provide some insights to
English language lecturers on how educational research
findings can be used as a pedagogical source to develop
engineering students” workplace communication skills. The
use of educational research would be elaborated in regard to
the three inquiry elements namely; the focusing inquiry, the
teaching inquiry and the learning inquiry from the Teaching
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as Inquiry model [15], [16].

The Teaching as Inquiry (TAI) is a pedagogical model that
strongly supports teachers’ professional practice as they
engage with research evidence. TAI model is developed to
assist teachers to investigate the impact of their practice on
their students' learning outcomes [17]. The TAIl model
identifies three key stages of teacher inquiry; (i) a focusing
inquiry to carefully prioritise and determine the direction for
teaching and learning, (ii) a teaching inquiry using evidence
to identify strategies most likely to be successful, and (iii) a
learning inquiry examining the impact of teaching actions on
student outcomes (refer to Fig. 1). Research is a useful
resource that teachers could draw upon in considering the
three stages of inquiry [18]. Thus this article would focus on
educational research examples related to developing
engineering students’ workplace communication skills to
show how these educational researches could be consulted by
English language lecturers in making decisions related to their
pedagogical practices.

TEACHING AS INQUIRY MODEL

Teaching Inquiry Teaching
What do | need to =
know and do? Learnlng

Learning Inquiry
What is the impact

of the teaching
and learning?

Focusing Inquiry
What do students

need to learn?
s there something | need to change?

What are the next steps for learning?

Fig. 1. Teaching as Inquiry model (ministry of education, 2007).

I1l. USING EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH TO INFORM FOCUSING

INQUIRY

The purpose of focusing inquiry is to determine students’
priorities of learning. In this stage, English language lecturers
would decide what need to be focused to develop engineering
students’ workplace communication skills. Educational
research can provide current and useful insights to English
language lecturers related to the workplace communication
skills that is required of engineering students by their future
employers.

For example, English language lecturers could draw on
findings of research related to internship engineering
students’ experiences of workplace communication skills [2].
Based on the survey result, participation in meetings, team
communication and frequent non-technical discussions were
reported as the most important communication skills at the
workplace.

Similarly, another educational research that could be
consulted by English language lecturers is a study related to
English communicative events and skills needed for
engineering students at the workplace [19]. In the study,
engineers working in 10 Malaysian multinational companies
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were surveyed to identify the types of communicative events
required of engineers at workplace. The results indicated that
events such as teleconferencing, formal discussion of work
related matters, giving oral presentations, networking,
instructing, explaining and demonstrating as the most
important communicative events for engineers.

Another related study that English language lecturers could
refer focuses on the English communicative events for Thai
civil engineers into the four core English skills [20]. The
findings of the study indicated that the communicative events
for Thai engineers occurred and involved all of the four
English language skills namely reading, writing, speaking and
listening. The study outlined the most important
communicative events for Thai civil engineers which are the
ability to read manuals, write reports, deliver and listen to
presentations, give and receive instructions and communicate
with customers and external business partners either via
e-mail, telephone or face to face discussion. Likewise, a study
involving Taiwanese engineers [21] also reported that
engineers are actively involved in various English workplace
communicative events such as writing and reading e-mails,
reports, and memos and other oral communication events like
meetings, teleconferences and presentations.

Findings derived from the studies mentioned earlier could
provide the awareness to English language lecturers in
relation to the workplace communication needs required by
the engineering industry from both local and international
context. Besides providing useful insights to enable English
language lecturers to decide on students’ learning priorities,
English language lecturers could consider integrating the
highlighted communication skills in their instructional
practices to prepare engineering students for future
workplace.

IV. USING EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH TO INFORM TEACHING
INQUIRY

Teaching inquiry stage is recognised as the most useful for
research engagement for pedagogical practice since the
purpose of this stage is to identify evidence-based strategies
that would most likely enhance students’ learning outcomes.
Educational research which outlines effective teaching
strategies could provide awareness and understanding to
English language lecturers about how and why the strategies
are successful in developing students’ learning. English
language lecturers could consider effective strategies that
could help develop engineering students’ workplace
communication skills from educational research for their
pedagogical practice.

For example, an educational research article using
task-based approach to teach oral communication skills to
engineering students described the nature and the role of
task-based language teaching in developing students’
communicative competence [22]. The research article shared
the oral communication skills course content and the core
activities used in the teaching practices such as
discussion/debate, oral presentations and role play activities.
Such information provides useful insights to guide English
language lecturers plan their instructional practices to provide
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a more rewarding learning experience to their students.

In Malaysia, a study combining The Learning by Design
Model (LDBM) with the approaches of Multiliteracies
Curriculum Orientation to teach oral communication and
presentation skills were carried out with undergraduate
engineering students [23]. The research outlined a detailed
four week instructional activities integrating various
multimodal resources like the interactive website, You-tube
videos, smart-phones for video-recording, DSLR cameras
and Powerpoint. Besides introducing new teaching and
learning methods to improve engineering students’
communication skills, this educational research article also
highlights the use of various multimodal tools to provide the
kind of learning that syncs with the current digital world.

Another related study that could be consulted by English
language lecturers used design-based collaborative approach
to develop oral presentation skills among engineering
students in Brunei [24]. In the study, lecturers from both
engineering and English language departments collaborated
and developed an instructional project aimed at developing
engineering students’ oral presentation skills using
engineering content. Besides providing the description and
instructions of the collaborative task and the assessment
components, the research study promotes collaborative
efforts between English language lecturers and engineering
lecturers to develop more industry-focused lessons to prepare
engineering students for future workplace.

Thus, the examples of effective teaching approaches
derived from educational research above could be applied by
English language lecturers to develop their engineering
students’ workplace communication skills. However, English
language lecturers should be mindful that not all
research-based strategies would work in different context. For
example, concerns related to culture, time, facilities and
students’ abilities should be considered before adapting any
strategies for instructional practices.

V. USING EDUCATIONAL RESEARCH TO INFORM LEARNING
INQUIRY

The final learning inquiry stage focuses on the impact of
the teaching practice on students’ learning outcome.
Educational research is a source that English language
lecturers could consider which includes their explanations
and suggestions since it is derived from actual classroom
findings and linked to related educational theories.

For instance, the study using task-based language teaching
reported that the engineering students found the task-based
teaching to be interesting, rewarding and educationally
beneficial [22]. In addition, students’ final performances in
the oral communication skills course were much improved
and around 70 percent students scored grade ‘A’. The study
linked the use of task-based language teaching activities with
Skehan’s cognitive approach [25] and Yule’s theory of
communicative effectiveness [26]. Skehan’s work suggests
the kinds of tasks that influence language acquisition while
Yule’s theory provided a basis for the selection of tasks to
develop communicative effectiveness [25], [26].

Another example of educational research which could
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provide English language lecturers information about the
impact of teaching practice focuses on the use of multimodal
approach [23]. The results of the study involving Malaysian
undergraduate engineering students revealed that the infusion
of various multimodal resources not only enabled learners to
adapt new ways of learning but it has also promoted their
engagement in oral communication and presentation skills.
They linked the findings with features of Vygotsky’s Social
Constructivist theory of learning. Vygotsky’s theory stresses
the role of mediatory tools to facilitate learning. As advocated
by Vygotsky, the use different mediatory tools facilitated
learning and affected the way learners express thoughts. In
addition, the students’ reflection has indicated construction of
new knowledge (e.g. creating digital videos) thus promoting
learners to acquire new knowledge in the Zone of Proximal
Development (ZPD).

The educational research mentioned in the section not only
explained the effects of the teaching practices on engineering
students’ learning outcome but also linked theories to discuss
the findings. Besides providing insights pertaining to various
educational theories to English language lecturers, the
theories could also help English language lecturers to rethink
about their pedagogical practice in their own context.

VI.

Using educational research as a source for classroom
practice has significant benefits for English language
lecturers. English language lecturers’ engagement with
educational research related to developing engineering
students’ workplace communication skills would enable them
to gain useful insights pertaining to the communicative skills
that need to be focused, effective instructional strategies and
the impact of the strategies on engineering students’ learning.
In addition, when the input gained from educational research
is applied in their classroom, engineering students’ could
experience a more focused and improved teaching and
learning practices that would help them develop effective
communicative skills for the workplace. Engineering students
who improve their communication skills are better prepared
to contribute to the 21st century workforce.  Thus,
educational research is an essential pedagogical tool that
English language lecturers’ could seek out to inform their
day-to-day practice.

CONCLUSION
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